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NEIL ARMFIELD AND 
THE AUSTRALIAN STAGE 
Neil Armfield has had a distinguished career 
as a director in Australia and overseas having 
directed theatre, opera and film. In 2007 he 
was awarded an Order of Australia medal for 
his contribution to directing. Robyn Nevin 
describes him as Australia’s only “true au-
teur” as his direction of Australian plays has a 
uniquely understated Australian feel that is not 
‘jingoistic.’ His Australian aesthetic is described 
as being “rooted in suburban 1950s Australia 
- in lino and ceramic ashtrays [...] the barely 
sketched world of his plays was at once familiar 
and magically strange.” Below is an outline of 
two Australian plays directed by Armfield for 
Sydney Theatre Company. 

THE CHEERY SOUL BY 
PATRICK WHITE, 2001
Set in the fictional suburb of Sarsaparilla in 
the 1950s, A Cheery Soul is an examination of so 
called Christian “goodness.” The main char-
acter of Miss. Docker, played by Robyn Nevin, 
believes that people should be told when they 
are doing something wrong, as this is what God 
intended. Through her “kindness” Miss Docker 
destroys everything she tries to nurture.

THE SECRET RIVER, ADAPTED 
FOR THE STAGE BY ANDREW 
BOVELL FROM THE NOVEL BY 
KATE GRENVILLE, 2013 AND 
RETURNING IN 2015  

The Secret River is a story of two families divided 
by culture and land. William Thornhill arrives 
in New South Wales a convict from the slums 
of London. His family’s new home offers him 
something he hadn’t dare dream of: a place to 
call his own. On the banks of the Hawkesbury 
River, he plants a crop and lays claim to the 
soil in which it grows.But the Hawkesbury is 
already home to another family. A family from 
the Dharug people, whose existence depends 
on that land. As Thornhill’s attachment to the 
land deepens, he is driven to a terrible decision 
that will haunt him for the rest of his life.


